
dra matic change in American 
fam ily life dur ing the past
30 years has been the growth 
in the number of sin gle-par ent 

fami lies. In 1970, 13 per cent of all fami lies 
with chil dren were headed by a sin gle
par ent. By 1996, this pro por tion had
climbed to 32 per cent (14,17). It is es ti -
mated that half of the chil dren in the
United States will spend part of their
child hood in fami lies headed by a sin gle 
par ent (4)—typi cally, the mother. Since
1970, sin gle par ent hood has become 
syn ony mous with pov erty. In 1994, the
me dian in come of single- parent fami lies 
headed by a fe male was less than one-
 third that of married- couple fami lies
with chil dren (17); 53 per cent of these
female-  headed fami lies had in come 
be low the pov erty thresh old (17). 

Child sup port—le gally man dated 
pay ments from a non cus to dial par ent 
to a cus to dial par ent1—can im prove the
eco nomic well- being of single- parent
fami lies if these pay ments are paid on 
a regu lar ba sis and re flect the cost of
rais ing chil dren. Given that the re cent
Wel fare Re form Act lim its the time sin gle 
par ents are eli gi ble for pub li c assistance,
child sup port is an im por tant way to 
im prove the eco nomic well- being of 
single- parent fami lies.

1The cus to dial par ent has pri mary physi cal care  
of a child. It does not nec es sar ily mean the par ent
has sole le gal or sole physi cal cus tody. The non -
cus to dial par ent does not have pri mary physi cal
care of a child; al though, a child can re side with
this par ent some por tion of the time.
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Do Child Sup port Awards
Cover the Cost of Rais ing
Chil dren?
Mark Lino
Cen ter for Nu tri tion Pol icy and Pro mo tion

A large pro por tion of the poor in the United States is com posed of sin gle
moth ers and their chil dren. Many of these women re ceive par tial child support
pay ment or none at all. Wel fare re form leg is la tion has, there fore, fo cused 
on child sup port pay ment en force ment. How ever, the eco nomic well- being 
of single- parent fami lies can be im proved only if child sup port pay ments are
paid on a regu lar ba sis and re flect the cost of rais ing chil dren. Com par ing
USDA es ti mates of ex pen di tures on chil dren with av er age full child sup port
pay ments, which rep re sent av er age child sup port awards, shows that these
full pay ments cover a small pro por tion of the to tal cost of rais ing chil dren.
There fore, to im prove the eco nomic well- being of single- mother fami lies,
child sup port en force ment plus child sup port awards that re flect the cost    
of rais ing chil dren are needed. 

A



Much of the fo cus on child sup port has
been on pay ment en force ment be cause
non cus to dial par ents of ten do not make
pay ments. In 1991, of cus to dial moth ers
who were due child sup port, 48 per cent
re ceived par tial pay ment or none at all
(15). The ade quacy of child sup port
awards has re ceived much less atten tion. 

Bel ler and Gra ham com pared 1985 child
sup port awards with the cost of rais ing
chil dren (based on 1972- 73 data in flated
to 1985 dol lars) and found these awards
only cov ered a frac tion of the cost of
rais ing chil dren (2). A U.S. De part ment
of Health and Hu man Serv ices study 
re viewed a va ri ety of es ti mates of the
cost of rais ing chil dren and com pared
them with 1990 State child sup port
guide lines (18). Most State guide lines
were within the range of cost es ti mates;
how ever, these guide lines were at or
near the lower bound of these es ti mates. 
Pirog- Good com pared 1991 State child
sup port awards de ter mined by the
guide lines in each State with es ti mates
of the cost of rais ing chil dren and con -
cluded most State guide lines fell short
of this cost (9). The Women's Le gal 
De fense Fund com pared 1989- 90 State
child sup port guide lines with a standard-
 of- living meas ure for chil dren (5). It
was found that, in most States, support
awards based on the guide lines left 
chil dren with less than a de cent stan dard
of liv ing. 

Since 1960, the U.S. De part ment of 
Agricul ture (USDA) has pro vided annual
es ti mates of fam ily ex pen di tures on 
chil dren (of ten re ferred to as the cost of
rais ing a child) by fam ily in come level.
This study ex am ines the ade quacy of
child sup port awards by com par ing 
aver age full child sup port pay ments with 

USDA's es ti mates of the cost of rais ing
chil dren. Av er age full child sup port 
pay ments should re flect to tal child 
sup port awards. This study dif fers from
pre vious re search—it fo cuses on USDA's
es ti mates of the cost of rais ing chil dren
as a ba sis for com pari son; whereas,
other stud ies use a range of es ti mates,
some of which are out dated. Also, it
uses ac tual child sup port pay ments to
make this com pari son.  

The ar ti cle be gins with a brief over view
of child sup port guide lines in the United 
States, a de scrip tion of the USDA child-
  rearing ex pense es ti mates, and a compari -
son of the USDA es ti mates with other 
es ti mates of ex pen di tures on chil dren.
The ar ti cle con cludes with a dis cus sion
of the pol icy im pli ca tions for child 
sup port guide lines. 

Over view of the U.S. Child
Sup port Guide line Sys tem

Bef ore 1984, the use of child sup port
guide lines was lim ited in many States
(21). Child sup port awards, typi cally set
on a case- by- case ba sis, var ied tre men -
dously among judges (5). This sys tem
of ten re sulted in awards that had lit tle
ra tion ale (2). The em pha sis dur ing this
time was on the en force ment of child
support pay ments since a large per centage
of sin gle moth ers re ceived no payments— 
a prob lem that still ex ists. In 1978, about
half of cus to dial moth ers due child sup port 
re ceived par tial pay ment or none at all
(2). By 1991, this pro por tion re mained
al most un changed at 48 per cent (15). 
Ti tle IV- D of the 1975 So cial Se cu rity
Act made the Fed eral Gov ern ment an
over seer of child sup port col lec tion; 
al though, the daily work of col lect ing
child sup port re mained a State 
re sponsibil ity.   

The Child Sup port En force ment
Amend ments of 1984 were pri mar ily
aimed to im prove the col lec tion of child
sup port. These amend ments re quired
States to (1) use auto mat ic wage with -
hold ing to col lect over due child sup port, 
(2) use ex pe dited le gal pro cesses to 
es tab lish and en force sup port or ders, (3) 
col lect over due sup port by in ter cept ing
State in come tax re funds, and (4) ini ti ate a 
pro cess for im pos ing liens against real
and per sonal prop erty for non pay ment
of child sup port. The amend ments also
re quired States to set nu meric child 
sup port guide lines and to make these
guide lines avail able to of fi cials in charge
of set ting the level of child sup port. The
amend ments, how ever, did not re quire
that these guide lines be bind ing.

The Fam ily Sup port Act of 1988 required
States to im ple ment pre sump tive rather
than ad vi sory child sup port guide lines.
It stipu lates that these guide lines are 
to be fol lowed un less their ap pli ca tion
would be un just or in ap pro pri ate. In 
ad di tion, States are re quired to re view
their guide lines every 4 years to en sure
that their ap pli ca tion re sults in ap pro pri -
ate child sup port award amounts and to
con sid er eco nomic data on the cost of
rais ing chil dren in this re view. This 
act, for the first time, re quires States to
es tab lish child sup port guide lines and to 
use them as the ba sis of child sup port
awards.   
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The wel fare re form bill (Per sonal     
Re spon si bil ity and Work Op por tu nity
Rec on cilia tion Act of 1996) also con -
tained ma jor child sup port en force ment
pro vi sions as re ceipt of child sup port
and de pend ency on pub li c as sis tance are
typi cally inversely related. Over all, child
sup port legis la tion has pri mar ily dealt
with bet ter en force ment of such sup port. 
This em pha sis is not sur pris ing given the
large per centage of cus to dial par ents
who re ceive no child sup port. How ever,
the en force ment of child sup port will
sig nifi cantly improve the eco nomic situa -
tion of single-  parent fami lies only if the
awards re flect child-  rearing ex penses or
the cost of rais ing chil dren.

USDA Es ti mates of 
Ex pen di tures on Chil dren 
by Fami lies  

Meth od ol ogy
Since 1960, USDA has pro vided an nual
es ti mates of ex pen di tures on chil dren
from birth through age 17 by mar ried-
cou ple and single-  parent fami lies.2 These
ex pen di tures on chil dren are es ti mated
for the ma jor budg et ary com po nents:
Hous ing, food, trans por ta tion, cloth ing,
health care,  child care/edu ca tion, and
mis cel la ne ous goods and serv ices  
(per sonal care items, en ter tain ment, etc.).
The lat est child-  rearing ex pense estimates
are based on the 1990-  92 Con sumer 
Ex pen di ture Sur vey (CE) up dated to
1996 dol lars us ing the Con sumer Price
In dex (CPI). The CE is the only Fed eral

2The ad min is tra tive re port has a de tailed de scrip -
tion of the USDA meth od ol ogy used to es ti mate
child- rearing ex penses and a dis cus sion of the   
ex penses (6).
 

sur vey of house hold ex pen di tures
collected na tion wide. It col lects in for-
mation on so cio de mo graphic char ac ter -
is tics, in come, and ex pen di tures of a 
na tionally rep re sen ta tive sam ple of
house holds.

The meth od ol ogy em ployed by USDA
to es ti mate child- rearing ex penses spe -
cifi cally ex am ines the in tra house hold
dis tri bu tion of ex pen di tures us ing data
for each budg et ary com po nent. The CE
con tains child- specific ex pen di ture data
for some budg et ary com po nents (clothing 
and child care/edu ca tion) and house hold
level data for other budg et ary compo nents.
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Mile stones in Fed eral Leg is la tion Re gard ing Child Sup port
Guide lines

1975: Ti tle IV-D of the So cial Se cu rity Act:  
The U.S. De part ment of Health and Hu man Serv ices (then named the U.S. 
De part ment of Health, Edu ca tion, and Wel fare) is given pri mary re spon si bil ity
for “... es tab lish ing stan dards for State (child sup port) pro gram or gani za tion,
staff ing, and op era tion to as sure an ef fec tive pro gram.” How ever, pri mary 
re spon si bil ity for op er at ing the child sup port en force ment pro gram “... is 
placed on the States pur su ant to the State plan.”

1984: Child Sup port En force ment Amend ments:
States were re quired to “... for mu late guide lines for de ter min ing ap pro pri ate
child sup port ob li ga tion amounts and dis trib ute the guide lines to judges and 
other in di vidu als who pos sess author ity to es tab lish ob li ga tion amounts.” The
amend ments, how ever, did not re quire judges and other of fi cials to fol low these
child sup port guide lines.

1988: Fam ily Sup port Act of 1988:
Judges and other of fi cials are re quired to “... use State guide lines for child support
un less they are re but ted by a writ ten find ing that ap ply ing the guide lines would
be un just or in ap pro pri ate in a par ticu lar case.” States are also re quired to 
“... re view guide lines for awards every four years” and to con sid er eco nomic data 
on the cost of rais ing chil dren in this re view.

1996: Per sonal Re spon si bil ity and Work Op por tu nity 
Rec on cilia tion Act:
This act strength ened child sup port en force ment pro vi sions given the link be tween
receipt of child sup port and wel fare de pend ency.

Source: U.S. De part ment of Health and Hu man Serv ices, Ad min istra tion for Chil dren and Fami lies,
Of fice of Child Sup port En force ment. 1994. Child Sup port En force ment Nine teenth An nual Re port to
Con gress. 



Mul ti vari ate analy sis is used to es ti mate
house hold and child- specific expen di tures. 
In come level, fam ily size, and age of the 
younger child are con trolled for so es ti -
mates can be made for fami lies with
these vary ing char ac ter is tics (re gional
es ti mates are also de rived by con trol ling 
for re gion). 

Es ti mated house hold and child- specific
ex pen di tures are al lo cated among family
mem bers (e.g., in a married- couple,
two- child fam ily: the hus band, wife,
older child, and younger child). Since
the es ti mated ex pen di tures for cloth ing
and child care/edu ca tion only ap ply to
chil dren, these ex penses are al lo cated 
by di vid ing them equally among the
chil dren. 

Be cause the CE does not col lect ex pendi -
tures on food and health care by fam ily
mem ber, data from other Fed eral stud ies
are used to ap por tion these budg et ary
com po nents to a child by age. The
USDA food plans are used to al lo cate
food ex penses among fam ily mem bers.
These plans, de rived from a na tional
food con sump tion sur vey, show the
share of food ex penses at trib ut able to 
in di vid ual fam ily mem bers by age and
house hold in come level. These members'
food budget shares are ap plied to es ti -
mated house hold food ex pen di tures to
de ter mine food ex penses on a child.
Health care ex penses are al lo cated to
each fam ily mem ber based on data from 
the Na tional Medi cal Ex pen di ture Survey.
This sur vey con tains data on the pro por -
tion of health care ex penses at trib ut able
to in di vid ual fam ily mem bers. These
mem bers' budget shares for health care
are ap plied to es ti mated house hold
health care ex pen di tures to de ter mine
ex penses on a child.

Un like food and health care, no author i-
tative base ex ists for al lo cat ing estimated
house hold ex pen di tures on hous ing,
trans por ta tion, and other mis cel la ne ous
goods and serv ices among fam ily members.
Two com mon ap proaches used to al lo -
cate these ex penses are the per cap ita
and the mar ginal cost meth ods. The 
mar ginal cost method meas ures ex pen di -
tures on chil dren as the dif fer ence in 
ex penses be tween cou ples with chil dren
and equiva lent child less cou ples. This
method de pends on de vel op ment of an
equiva lency meas ure; how ever, there is
no stan dard meas ure. Vari ous meas ures
have been pro posed, each yield ing 
dif fer ent es ti mates of ex pen di tures on
chil dren. Also, the mar ginal cost ap proach
as sumes—with out much ba sis—that the 
dif fer ence in to tal ex pen di tures be tween
cou ples with and with out chil dren can 
be at trib uted solely to the chil dren in a
fam ily. In ad di tion, cou ples with out 
chil dren of ten buy homes larger than
they need in an tici pa tion of chil dren.
Un der es ti mates of ex pen di tures on 
chil dren can re sult when these cou ples
are com pared with simi lar cou ples with
chil dren.  

For these rea sons, USDA uses the per
cap ita method to al lo cate hous ing, trans -
por ta tion, and mis cel la ne ous goods and
serv ices among house hold mem bers.
This method al lo cates ex penses among
house hold mem bers in equal pro portions.
Al though the per cap ita method has
limi ta tions, they are con sid ered less 
se vere than those of the mar ginal cost
ap proach. In im ple ment ing the per cap ita
method, it should be noted that for
home own ers, hous ing ex penses do not
in clude mort gage principal pay ments; in
the CE, such pay ments are con sid ered to
be part of sav ings. Also, be cause work-
 related trans portation ex penses are not
di rectly child spe cific, these costs are 
ex cluded when es ti mating chil dren's
trans por ta tion ex penses.
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Es ti mated Child - Rearing 
Ex pen di tures
   
Es ti mates of 1996 fam ily ex pen di tures
on the younger child in husband- wife
house holds with two chil dren for the
over all United States are shown in 
ta ble 1. Ex penses on chil dren vary 
con sid era bly by house hold in come level.
De pend ing on the age of the child, the
an nual ex penses range from $5,670 to
$6,740 for fami lies in the low est income
group (1996 before-  tax in come less 
than $34,700), from $7,860 to $8,960
for fami lies in the middle- income group
(1996 before-  tax in come be tween $34,700
and $58,300), and from $11,680 to
$12,930 for fami lies in the high est     
in come group (1996 before- tax in come
more than $58,300).3 On av erage, house -
holds in the low est in come group spend
28 per cent of their before-  tax in come
per year on a child, those in the middle-
 income group, 18 per cent, and those in
the high est in come group, 14 per cent.  

Hous ing ac counts for the larg est share
of to tal child - rearing ex penses. Based
on the av er age for the six age groups,
hous ing ac counts for 33 to 37 per cent 
of child- rearing ex penses, de pend ing on
income. Food is the sec ond larg est average
ex pense on a child for fami lies re gard -
less of in come level, ac count ing for 15
to 20 per cent of child-  rearing ex penses.
Trans por ta tion is the third larg est child-
 rearing ex pense, mak ing up 14 to 15 
per cent of child-  rearing ex penses across
in come lev els. Ex pen di tures on a child
are lower in the younger age cate go ries
and higher in the older age cate go ries.

3The es ti mates are based on all house holds, in -
clud ing those with and with out spe cific ex penses.
So, for some fami lies their ex pen di tures may be
higher or lower than the mean es ti mates, de pend -
ing on whether they in cur the ex pense or not. This
par ticu larly ap plies to child care/edu ca tion for
which about 50 per cent of fami lies in the study
had no ex pen di ture.

This held across in come groups. Expenses
for the vari ous budg et ary com po nents
var ied by each age group. Food ex penses
were high est for teen ag ers, whereas child
care ex penses were one of the larg est 
ex penses for pre school ers.  

Ad di tional analy sis found that, on 
av er age, the ex penses de picted in ta ble 1 
also re flect those on the older child in a
given age cate gory in a two- child fam ily.
How ever, com pared with ex pen di tures
for each child in a two - child family,
husband- wife house holds with one child 
spend an av er age of 24 per cent more on
the sin gle child, and those with three or
more chil dren spend an av er age of 23 
per cent less on each child. This is due 
to fam ily in come be ing spread over fewer
or more chil dren and dis econo mies or
econo mies of scale. For ex am ple, a 
middle-  income fam ily with one child
age 6-8 spends $10,080 on the child, a
middle-  income fam ily with two children 
ages 6-8 and 15-  17 spends $17,090 on
the chil dren, and a middle-  income family
with three chil dren ages 6-8, 12-  14, and
15-  17 spends $19,960 on the chil dren.
For child - rearing ex pense es ti mates by
re gion and for single- parent house holds, 
see Lino (6). 

USDA Child- Rearing Ex pense
Es ti mates Com pared With
Other Es ti ma tors

Among other es ti ma tors used to de ter -
mine child - rearing ex penses, the Engel
and Roth barth es ti ma tors are two of   
the most com monly used. Both of these
es ti ma tors are mar ginal cost ap proaches— 
ex penses on chil dren are gauged as the
dif fer ence be tween ex penses of cou ples
with chil dren and equiva lent child less
cou ples. This dif fer ence is thought to
rep re sent ad di tional or mar ginal expen di -
tures that cou ples make on a child. The 

two es ti ma tors use dif fer ent equiva lency 
scales, how ever, to com pare the ex -
penditures of cou ples with and with out
children.

The Engel es ti ma tor (based on the work
of Engel in the 19th cen tury, see DHHS
(18) for a de scrip tion of Engel's work)
as sumes that if two fami lies spend an
equal per cent age of their to tal ex pen di -
tures on food, they are equally well - off.
The Roth barth es ti ma tor (based on the
work of Roth barth in the 1940's, see
Roth barth (10)) uses the level of ex cess
in come avail able to peo ple af ter nec es -
sary ex pen di tures on fam ily mem bers
are made as the equiva lency meas ure. 
Roth barth's defi ni tion of ex cess in come
in cludes luxu ries (al co hol, to bacco, 
en ter tain ment, and sweets) and sav ings.
Both es ti ma tors have limi ta tions, as 
pre vi ously ex plained. Each as sumes a
“true” equiva lency meas ure. How ever,
in the eco nom ics lit era ture, nei ther of
the equiva lency meas ures has been 
vali dated as the “true” meas ure. Also,
the mar ginal cost es ti ma tors do not 
pro vide di rect es ti mates of how much 
is spent on a child. They es ti mate how
much money fami lies with chil dren
must be com pen sated to bring the parents
to the same util ity level (as gauged by
an equiva lence scale) of cou ples with out
chil dren—this is a dif fer ent ques tion
from “how much do par ents spend on
chil dren?”

Accord ing to Bar now, an economist who
stud ied the is sue of es ti mat ing ex pen di -
tures on chil dren, “... while they [the
Engel and Roth barth es ti ma tors] un -
doubt edly yield bi ased es ti mates of 
the true level of ex pen di tures made on
be half of chil dren, the di rec tion of the
bias is be lieved to be known” (1).  
He makes the ar gu ment that “... the
Roth barth es ti ma tor is likely to pro vide 
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Ta ble 1. Es ti mated an nual ex pen di tures* on a child by husband- wife fami lies, over all United States, 1996

Age of child To tal Hous ing Food
Trans por-

ta tion Cloth ing
Health
care

Child care
and

edu ca tion
Mis cel-
la ne ous†

Before- tax in come: Less than $34,700 (Av er age=$21,600)

0-2 $5,670 $2,160 $810 $720 $370 $390 $660 $560
3-5 5,780 2,140 900 700 360 370 740 570
6-8 5,900 2,060 1,160 810 400 420 440 610
9-11 5,940 1,860 1,380 880 450 460 270 640

12- 14 6,740 2,080 1,450 1,000 750 470 190 800
15- 17 6,650 1,680 1,570 1,340 670 500 310 580

To tal $110,040 $35,940 $21,810 $16,350 $9,000 $7,830 $7,830 $11,280

Before- tax in come: $34,700 to $58,300 (Av er age=$46,100)

0-2 $7,860 $2,930 $960 $1,080 $440 $510 $1,080 $860
3-5 8,060 2,900 1,110 1,050 430 490 1,200 880
6-8 8,130 2,830 1,420 1,170 470 560 770 910
9-11 8,100 2,630 1,670 1,240 520 600 500 940

12- 14 8,830 2,840 1,680 1,350 880 610 370 1,100
15- 17 8,960 2,440 1,870 1,710 780 640 630 890

To tal $149,820 $49,710 $26,130 $22,800 $10,560 $10,230 $13,650 $16,740

Before- tax in come: More than $58,300 (Av er age=$87,300)

0-2 $11,680 $4,650 $1,280 $1,510 $580 $580 $1,630 $1,450
3-5 11,910 4,620 1,450 1,480 560 560 1,780 1,460
6-8 11,870 4,550 1,740 1,600 620 640 1,220 1,500
9-11 11,790 4,350 2,030 1,670 670 690 850 1,530

12- 14 12,620 4,570 2,130 1,780 1,110 690 650 1,690
15- 17 12,930 4,160 2,240 2,160 1,010 730 1,150 1,480

To tal $218,400 $80,700 $32,610 $30,600 $13,650 $11,670 $21,840 $27,330

* Es ti mates are based on 1990- 92 Con sumer Ex pen di ture Sur vey data up dated to 1996 dol lars us ing the Con sumer Price In dex. The fig ures rep re sent
es ti mated ex penses on the younger child in a two- child fam ily. Es ti mates are about the same for the older child, so to cal cu late ex penses for two 
chil dren, fig ures should be summed for the ap pro pri ate age cate go ries. To es ti mate ex penses for an only child, mul ti ply the to tal ex pense for the
ap pro pri ate age cate gory by 1.24. To es ti mate ex penses for each child in a fam ily with three or more chil dren, mul ti ply the to tal ex pense for each
ap pro pri ate age cate gory by 0.77. For ex penses on all chil dren in a fam ily, these to tals should be summed.

† Mis cel la ne ous ex penses in clude per sonal care items, en ter tain ment, and read ing ma te ri als.



a lower bound es ti mate of ac tual expendi -
tures on chil dren, while the Engel es ti -
ma tor is likely to pro vide an up per
bound.” The pre cise mag ni tude of the
over es ti mate of the Engel es ti ma tor     
or the un der es ti mate of the Roth barth
es ti ma tor is un known. Bar now states  
the Engel es ti ma tor yields re sults too
high to be be lieved so rec om mends the
Roth barth es ti ma tor be slightly increased
to de ter mine child- rearing ex pen di tures
(1).    

How do child- rearing ex pense estimates
de rived from the Engel and Roth barth
es ti ma tors com pare with the USDA 
es ti mates? Ta ble 2 shows this com parison 
by number of chil dren and to tal house -
hold ex pen di tures. The re sults for the
Engel and Roth barth es ti ma tors are
from a U.S. De part ment of Health and
Hu man Serv ices study (18) that es ti mated  
child- rearing ex penses by mar ried cou ples 
based on the 1980 - 87 CE; this study
con tains the most re cent child- rearing
ex pense es ti mates us ing the Engel and
Roth barth ap proaches. 

The USDA es ti mates are based on the
1995 study. The com pari son is based  
on child- rearing ex pense es ti mates as a
per cent age of to tal fam ily ex penditures;
hence, the es ti mates did not have to be
con verted into real dol lars. For the 
USDA estimates, av er age ex pen di tures
of fami lies in each in come group (as 
de rived from the CE data) were used   
to make the per cent ages com pa ra ble to
those from the DHHS study.

The Engel and Roth barth meth ods yield
vary ing child - rearing ex pense estimates
that dif fer as much as 20 per cent age
points for a fam ily with three chil dren.
So when us ing the mar ginal cost method
in es ti mat ing ex pen di tures on chil dren,
the choice of an equiva lency meas ure 

is ob vi ously criti cal since dif fer ent
meas ures yield dif fer ent re sults. If the
Roth barth tech nique is a lower bound 
es ti ma tor of child- rearing ex penses and
the Engel tech nique is an up per bound
es ti ma tor as Bar now be lieves, this gives 
cre dence to the USDA es ti mates of child-
 rearing ex penses—they are be tween 
those pro duced by the Engel and Roth -
barth tech niques. For fami lies with 
one child and for fami lies with a high
ex pen di ture level, the USDA es ti mates
are closer to the Roth barth es ti mates,
whereas for fami lies with a low ex -
penditure level, the USDA es ti mates      
are closer to the Engel es ti mates. For
fami lies with two or more chil dren and
for fami lies with an av er age house hold
ex pen di ture level, the USDA es ti mates
are about in the mid dle of the Roth barth
and Engel es ti mates.

It is some times ar gued that the USDA
method over es ti mates child - rearing 
ex penses since the per cap ita method is
used to al lo cate hous ing, trans por ta tion,
and mis cel la ne ous ex penses among house -
hold mem bers. These three budg et ary
com po nents ac count for about 60 percent
of the child- rearing costs cal cu lated by
USDA. One study ar gues that child-  
re lated hous ing ex penses should be
meas ured as the dif fer ence in rent 
be tween one- and two-bedroom apart -
ments (3). This ar gu ment as sumes all
chil dren will re side in rental prop erty. 

Hous ing ex penses on an only child in a
lower in come and middle- income fam ily
for the over all United States are esti mated 
by USDA to be about $205 and $285
per month, re spec tively, in 1996. This
in cludes the cost of shel ter, utili ties, 
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Ta ble 2. Av er age per cent of house hold ex pen di tures at trib ut able to
chil dren in husband- wife fami lies

Es ti ma tor
Engel1 Roth barth1 USDA2

Per cent
Num ber of chil dren

One 33 25 26
Two 49 35 42
Three 59 39 48

House hold ex pen di ture level3

Low 49 36 45
Av er age 49 36 42
High 49 35 39

1Per cent ages for these es ti ma tors are taken from the U.S. De part ment of Health and Hu man Serv ices,
1990.
2Per cent ages are from the 1995 USDA study. Av er age ex pen di tures of fami lies in each in come level
were used to make com pari sons. Per cent ages by number of chil dren are based on av er age ex pen di tures
of middle- income fami lies.
3Per cent ages by house hold ex pen di ture level are for a fam ily with two chil dren.



fur nish ings, home in sur ance, and ap pli -
ances. Ac cord ing to the Cen sus Bu reau,
the dif fer ence in me dian rental price 
be tween an ef fi ciency/one- bedroom
hous ing unit and a two - bedroom housing
unit in the over all United States was
about $100 per month in 1996 dol lars
(16). This does not in clude util ity costs
for many units, fur nish ings, in sur ance,
or ap pli ances. Also, the USDA child-
 rearing hous ing ex pense in cludes home
own ers' and rent ers' ex penses; hous ing
costs for home own ers are typi cally
higher than the costs for rent ers be cause
owned hous ing usu ally has more space
than does rental hous ing.   

The USDA child - rearing ex penses do
not in clude work - related trans por ta tion
ex penses. These ex penses were cal cu -
lated to be 40 per cent of to tal trans por ta -
tion ex penses. Mis cel la ne ous ex penses
in clude ex pen di tures on per sonal care 
(e.g., tooth paste and hair cuts), en ter tain -
ment (e.g., video cas settes and toys), 
and read ing ma te rial (e.g., news pa pers
and books). Many of the mis cel la ne ous
goods and serv ices are child-  oriented 
so a per cap ita ap proach is rea son able 
in al lo cat ing these ex penses. Based on
some of the goods and serv ices that are
in cluded in this cate gory, it could be 
ar gued that chil dren use more than a 
per cap ita share of these ex penses.
There fore, it is un likely that the USDA
child-  rearing es ti mates grossly over-
es ti mate ex pen di tures on chil dren for
hous ing, trans por ta tion, and mis cellane ous
goods and serv ices.  

USDA Child-Rearing Ex pense
Es ti mates Com pared With
Child Sup port Awards

How do the USDA child- rearing ex pense
es ti mates com pare with av er age child
sup port awards? Are these awards 
ade quate in terms of the cost of rais ing
chil dren? The U.S. Bu reau of the Census
pe ri odi cally pub lishes a child sup port 
re port. The most re cent re port con tains
in for ma tion on mean child support in come 
in 1991 for cus to dial par ents re ceiv ing
full pay ment from non cus to dial par ents
by number of chil dren (11). Full child
sup port pay ments should re flect the 
to tal child sup port award. The Cen sus 
es ti mates are for all fami lies of which 

middle- income fami lies are likely the
norm. Ta ble 3 com pares 1991 full child
sup port pay ments from non cus to dial 
par ents with the 1991 USDA child-
 rearing ex pense es ti mates for low-, 
mid dle-, and high- income house holds
by number of chil dren (13).  

If each par ent equally shares chil d-rearing
ex penses, av er age full pay ment of child
sup port should cover half the cost of
rais ing chil dren. Full child sup port pay -
ments should not re flect to tal ex pen di -
tures on chil dren as this ex pense is
di vided be tween the cus to dial and non -
cus to dial par ent. As seen in ta ble 3,
these pay ments cover less than 50 per -
cent of the cost of raising chil dren 
re gard less of in come group. 
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Table 3. Av er age full child sup port pay ments, house hold ex penditures on
chil dren, and per cent age of child- rearing ex pen di tures cov ered by full
pay ments, by in come group and number of chil dren, 1991

House hold ex pen di tures on chil dren1

Num ber of 
chil dren

Full child
sup port payments

Low 
in come

Mid dle
in come

High
in come

1 $2,776 $6,022 $8,395 $11,789

(46%) (33%) (24%)

2 $4,220 $10,103 $14,085 $19,779

(42%) (30%) (21%)

3 $4,277 $11,878 $16,560 $23,255

(36%) (26%) (18%)

4 or more $4,901 $15,877 $22,135 $31,083

(31%) (22%) (16%)

1Child- rearing ex penses are for husband- wife house holds.

Note: Num bers in pa ren the ses are the per cent age of child- rearing ex pen di tures cov ered by full child sup port
pay ments.

Sources: Scoon- Rogers, L. and Les ter, G.H., 1995, Child Sup port for Cus to dial Moth ers and Fa thers:
1991, Cur rent Popu la tion Re ports, Con sumer In come, Se ries P60- 187, U.S. De part ment of Com merce,
Bu reau of the Cen sus (11)  and U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture, Ag ri cul tural Re search Serv ice, Fam ily
Eco nom ics Re search Group, 1992, Ex pen di tures on a Child by Fami lies, 1991 (13).



Only in low- income house holds with
one and two chil dren do full child support
pay ments ex ceed 40 per cent of child -
 rearing ex penses. For middle - income
fami lies, to which the full child sup port
pay ments most likely ap ply, these pay -
ments by non cus to dial par ents cov ered
22 to 33 per cent of child- rearing expenses,
de pend ing on the number of chil dren.
As number of chil dren in creases, child
sup port pay ments be come less adequate. 
This holds for all in come groups.   

Some State child sup port awards do 
not in clude health care or child care/
edu ca tion ex pen di tures; these ex penses 
are treated as an ad di tion to the nu meric 
awards. Even com par ing the USDA
child - rearing ex pense es ti mates

excluding these two ex penses with full
child sup port pay ments (ta ble 4), the pay -
ments still gen er ally cover less than 
50 percent of child - rearing ex penses.
This held for most house holds by 
in come group and number of chil dren.
For middle - income fami lies, child 
sup port pay ments by the non cus to dial
par ent cov ered 26 to 39 per cent of 
child-  rearing ex penses,de pend ing on
number of chil dren. 

The above analy ses as sume cus to dial
and non cus to dial par ents equally share
child- rearing ex pen di tures. This typically
is not the case—child sup port awards 
are usu ally de ter mined by the com bined
in come of the par ents with the non-
cus to dial par ent pay ing an amount in
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Table 4. Av er age full child sup port pay ments, house hold ex penditures on
chil dren (ex clud ing health care and child care/edu ca tion expenses), and
per cent age of child- rearing ex pen di tures cov ered by full pay ments, by
in come group and number of chil dren, 1991

House hold ex pen di tures on chil dren1

Num ber of 
chil dren

Full child
sup port payments

Low 
in come

Mid dle
in come

High
in come

1 $2,776 $5,177 $7,176 $9,967

(54%) (39%) (28%)

2 $4,220 $8,685 $12,039 $16,721

(49%) (35%) (25%)

3 $4,277 $10,211 $14,155 $19,660

(42%) (30%) (22%)

4 or more $4,901 $13,648 $18,919 $26,277

(36%) (26%) (19%)

1Child- rearing ex penses are for husband- wife house holds.

Note: Numbers in pa ren the ses are the per cent age of child- rearing ex pen di tures cov ered by full child sup port
pay ments.

Sources: Scoon- Rogers, L. and Les ter, G.H., 1995, Child Sup port for Cus to dial Moth ers and Fa thers:
1991, Cur rent Popu la tion Re ports, Con sumer In come, Se ries P60- 187, U.S. De part ment of Com merce,
Bu reau of the Cen sus (11)  and U.S. De part ment of Ag ri cul ture, Ag ri cul tural Re search Serv ice, Fam ily
Eco nom ics Re search Group, 1992, Ex pen di tures on a Child by Fami lies, 1991 (13).



pro portion to his or her in come (such
an ap proach is termed an “in come
shares model”). Given that fa thers' 
in come are usu ally higher than moth ers' 
income, un der this sys tem, cus to dial
moth ers (the vast ma jor ity of all cus to dial
parents) would be re spon si ble for a lower 
pro portion (less than 50 per cent) of child-
 rearing ex pen di tures and non cus to dial 
fa thers re spon si ble for a higher pro por -
tion. The pro por tion of child- rearing 
ex penses cov ered by the av er age non -
cus to dial par ent should there fore be
higher than the 50 per cent as sumed in
the pre vious analy ses. Thus, mean child
sup port pay ments by non cus to dial 
par ents are even less ade quate.

Over all, State child sup port awards did
not ade quately re flect the cost of rais ing
chil dren in 1991. This find ing con curs
with pre vious re search. There have been 
changes in child sup port awards since
1991, par ticu larly as the Fam ily Sup port 
Act of 1988, which es tab lishes nu meric
child sup port guide lines, takes ef fect on
new child sup port awards. The Cen sus
re port ex am in ing full child sup port pay -
ments for 1994 was not avail able at the
time this study was un der taken. When
avail able, 1994 full child sup port pay -
ments can be com pared with USDA
child- rearing ex pense es ti mates to de ter -
mine whether these pay ments bet ter 
re flect the cost of rais ing chil dren. Also, 
a par ticu lar State's child sup port guide -
lines can be com pared with the USDA
child- rearing ex pense es ti mates to de ter -
mine the ade quacy of that State's guide -
lines. These analy ses were be yond the
scope of this re port.

Con clu sion    

The is sue of child sup port has re cently
re ceived con sid er able at ten tion from
Fed eral and State poli cy mak ers. Child
sup port en force ment is a key part of 
wel fare re form be cause a large pro por -
tion of wel fare re cipi ents are sin gle
moth ers with chil dren, and a large 
pro por tion of child sup port pay ments
are not made. Al though child sup port 
leg is la tion has em pha sized the en force -
ment of child sup port pay ments, these
pay ments will be ef fec tive only if child
support awards re flect the cost of raising
chil dren. Child sup port en force ment and 
child sup port awards that re flect the cost
of rais ing chil dren are, therefore, vi tally
linked to im prov ing the economic well-
be ing of chil dren in single- parent fami lies.

Dur ing their 4- year re view of child 
sup port guide lines, States are re quired
by Fed eral regu la tions to con sid er 
eco nomic data on the cost of rais ing a
child. A 1996 study by the U.S. De part -
ment of Health and Hu man Serv ices
found that less than one- half of the States
re spond ing to its sur vey com plied with
this Fed eral man date when re vis ing their 
child sup port guide lines (20).

Some be lieve that bet ter child sup port
en force ment and awards more in line
with the cost of rais ing chil dren would
have lit tle af fect on sin gle moth ers and
their chil dren be cause of one prob lem:
non cus to dial fa thers are un able to pay 
such sup port. A 1996 study gen er ally
found oth er wise (12). The study found
that non cus to dial fa thers had a sig nifi -
cantly higher stan dard of liv ing than 
cus to dial moth ers. On av er age, non-
cus to dial par ents spent 7 per cent of 

their before- tax in come on child sup port 
in 1990; this in cludes fa thers who do not 
pay child sup port. Among non cus to dial 
fa thers who pay child sup port, 60 percent
spend less than 15 per cent of their income
on child sup port. The av er age payer  
pro vided about $3,400  in child sup port
for two chil dren in 1990. It was es ti -
mated that non cus to dial fa thers ac tu ally
paid be tween $14 and $15 bil lion  in
child sup port in 1990 and that they
could have paid be tween $30 and $34
bil lion more. 

A 1997 study sup ported this find ing
when it con cluded that fa thers on average
are able to pay nearly five times more in 
child sup port than they pay (7). An other 
study found that 16 to 33 per cent of
young non cus to dial fa thers (ages 18- 34) 
had prob lems pay ing child sup port 
be cause of lack of in come (8). More
flexi ble child sup port or ders are        
pro posed for these fa thers. 

Origi nal child sup port guide lines in
many States were based on older child-
 rearing ex pense stud ies that yielded 
rela tively low child-  rearing ex pense 
es ti mates. Pe ri odic re vi sions of child
sup port guide lines need to re flect current
es ti mates of the cost of rais ing chil dren.
By do ing so, child sup port awards can
im prove the eco nomic well-  being of
chil dren in single- parent fami lies.   
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